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Understanding and Managing
Multicultural Instruction
BY LAURIE BERO

E

ducation in the United States has come to mean many things to the different people who are pursuing it.
When children are in elementary school, being educated might mean being able to know the alphabet,
numbers, and colors. For those in high school, education may mean getting respect; learning skills to
get a good job; or achieving security, advancement, or opportunities for college. For others, education means
simply learning and growing into someone new and different. In this article, I will examine a brief history
of the American educational experience, review challenges faced by culturally diverse students, and suggest
methods for improving current literacy and general education strategies.

This information is immediately pertinent as this
nation continues to receive more immigrants and
ESL students into its schools every year. In Michigan
alone, the population consists of a wide variety of
races and cultures. According to the American Community Survey, a project of the U.S. Census Bureau
(2005), the demographics for Michigan 2 years ago
were as follows based on a population of over 9.8 million: White 80%, African American 14%, Hispanic or
Latino 3.8%, Asian 2.3%, biracial 1.6%, other 1.5%,
and Alaskan Native or American Indian 0.6%. These
statistics reflect self-reported households and serve
as a general estimate for the time period reported.
Nevertheless, these numbers help inform educators
of the likely dynamics of their future classrooms. In
order to be well prepared to educate such students,
teachers must be aware of the history of education
in this country and the new directions available
for reaching out to a more diversified population of
students through multicultural education, which
shall be equated to mean instruction that respects
and incorporates the knowledge and understandings
of various cultures. The following segments of this
article will build upon the ideas listed above and
describe in more detail theories and practices developed by several experts in this field.

Educational Beginnings
America's earliest attempts at organized mass
education served the major function of instilling tra-

ditional values as well as funneling individuals into
roles that were considered appropriate for that time
period. Through the generations, the parameters of
various positions have changed based on commonly
accepted values and gender roles, but the ideals of
"one education for all" and "a better education for
some" have still endured.

Americanization of Students
At this time, one of the major proponents of what
may be called a "traditional American education" is
E. D. Hirsch, Jr. (1999). It is his belief that the goal
of public schools should be to "Americanize" all students. In his opinion, children should grow up with a
shared set of values and educational experiences that
are centered around a mostly Euro-centric history.
He is not in favor of the multicultural approaches
that have been developed in recent years to accommodate the growing population of immigrant and
ESL students, especially where language and minority cultures are concerned. He states,
It is not certain in any case that ethnic
identity has to be sacrificed in the course
of Americanization. But one thing is
certain. A failure to master the nuanced
use of English in speech and writing places
a severe limit in the United States on one's
opportunity, and freedom, and the amount
of money in one's purse. (Hirsch, Jr., 1999,
p. 1)
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Hirsch, Jr. (1999), has made the assumption that
obtaining power, wealth, or material goods is the
main driving force behind creating an American
citizen. Granted, finding success in a new country
does not come without some prerequisite resources
and tools, such as language and income; however,
those are not always the only means to an end. The
strength of blossoming immigrant communities
and the shared ambitions of members within those
communities-whether towards assimilation or
native nationalism-have served to be major driving
forces in the success of new citizens of this nation. It
is understood that one man may struggle to reach his
goals, but several men banded together can make the
journey less burdensome.
Many educators are beginning to see that they, too,
must join together in helping to pave the way for
young immigrants in this country. Some schools in
areas that have become the gateway cities for these
individuals have pioneered more diversified teaching
practices in the efforts to reach out to a new community oflearners. Unfortunately, these efforts do not
come without criticism. Again, individuals such as
Hirsch, Jr. (1999), claim that the content of American schools is suffering as educators bring in more
and more multicultural information. They insist
that this new practice is causing "educational drift,"
or a meandering away from a concise, traditionally
American education as teachers attempt to introduce
a plethora of new cultural lessons and languages.
Hirsch, Jr. (1999), states, "Not surprisingly, a generation has emerged that knew Rosa Parks but not
Eleanor Roosevelt-which would have been acceptable if the choice had been made as the result of open
discussion and decision making instead of pure drift"
(p. 2). To summarize, the altering of a curriculum
as a whole with the sole purpose of introducing
random bits of new cultures is not seen as a positive
movement; however, if a concerted effort is made to
thoughtfully introduce such new material in conjunction with current material, Hirsch (1999), feels it will
have more relevance and context within each course
of study.

Overcoming Obstacles to Education
Unaware of the tumult within American educational
systems, many immigrants continue to come to
the United States with high hopes of achieving the
so-called American dream, or their own particular
vision of success. Unfortunately, many of them do
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not understand the challenges and hardships that
they will encounter along the way.
The challenges immigrants and refugees face are
numerous. They are forced to make many choices
that entail serious consequences, decisions that are
often uninformed or made out of necessity. They
come to the United States to fulfill the "American
Dream," unaware of the sacrifices implicit in what
might be called the dream's hidden agenda. They
want to assimilate and yet often find themselves
being rejected, reinforcing their feelings of marginality and alienation. They desire to belong, yet they
may be excluded because they do not meet the ideal
American "requirements" of "proper" speech, "proper"
appearance and the like. They want to learn English,
often at the cost of losing their home language-a
loss that entails disconnection with culture and other
family members. (Borman, 1998, p. 136)
When immigrant and ESL children come into
American school systems, they are often at a loss to
overcome huge barriers. Most significant of all is the
linguistic barrier that frequently makes language
acquisition and application challenging. According to
Olsen (2000), there are well over 3 million "limited
English proficient" students in American schools as
of 1990, and that amount will only continue to rise.
The task of learning to speak English-which is vital
to survival within the system-is not an easy one.
"English is not just a vehicle for communication, it
is the social and political marker of affiliation and
belonging. If they [immigrants] can cross over a
language border into the English speaking world,
they will become Americans" (Olsen, 2000, p. 2).
While attempting to make the transition between
languages, children may face a litany of painful
issues. Often, peer groups can be very unwelcoming. This can make it difficult to make new friends
who might otherwise have helped to smooth over
the language transition. Also, attempting to read
and learn content area material in the classroom
can be a great challenge. Not being able to fully
understand discussions or contribute to the learning
process drives many ESL students to become silent
observers. This cheats them out of a large part of the
educational experience. Finally, even the simplest
of social interactions can be impeded when English
proficiency is low.
It is particularly difficult to learn the slang of American youth and to overcome the accents that mark

2007, VoL, 39, No. 3

19

UNDERSTANDING

& MANAGING MULTICULTURAL INSTRUCTION

the speech of most immigrants .. .. Cut off from much
interaction with English speaking peers as they sit
in separated classes, immigrants hear the English
of the youth culture only as they walk through the
campus, but they cannot understand want they are
hearing or participate in the peer banter (Olsen,
2000, p. 4).
Another major language issue facing an immigrant
culture is acquiring enough English language and
American customs to survive without losing one's
native tongue and traditions. Children are often
the language brokers for a family once they have
managed to acquire enough proficiency. They become
the interpreters for doctor visits, school meetings,
state aid appointments, etc. This function is not only
very demanding for young children to perform, but it
serves to isolate them from their peers. In later generations, as children are no longer educated in and
exposed to native tongues, communication between
grandparents, parents, children, and grandchildren
deteriorates. The language barrier begins to inhibit
the once natural and familiar family interaction
(Olsen, 2000).

Navigating Structural Barriers
to Education
Even when families are able to relocate themselves
to the United States, obtain the necessary services,
and begin the process of acquiring English for basic
literacy, the battle is not over. Within the educational system itself, there are structural barriers
that further serve to restrict the growth and success
of immigrant and ESL students. A major issue of
American education-even beyond teaching English
to ESL students-is figuring out how to measure
their academic growth. Wright (2002) uncovers many
inadequate and unfair testing practices related
to high stakes testing in regards to language and
cultural biases.
If a student lacks mastery of the language in which
a test is given, then that test becomes, in part, a test
of language proficiency. Unless a primary purpose of
a test is to evaluate language proficiency, it should
not be used with students who cannot understand
the instructions or the language of the test itself.
If English language learners are tested in English,
their performance should be interpreted in the light
of their language proficiency. Special accommoda tions for English language learners may be necessary
to obtain valid scores. (Wright, 2002, p. 5)
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Another segment of Wright's (2002) study revealed
more specific problems related to testing at Alamitos
Elementary School in California. This school is
described as being overcrowded with a very high
population of ESL students, and it is considered to be
an under-performing school based on its low standardized test scores and failure to meet its 2000 and
2001 growth targets. There are three major points of
contention when it comes to the testing instruments
and methods used to measure student growth: a) a
mismatch between instruction and testing, b) linguistic bias of testing English language learners, and
c) social, cultural, and class bias.

Mismatch Between Instruction
and Testing
According to Wright (2002), the major test currently
used to measure student growth at Alamitos, the
SAT-9, is not aligned with the curriculum that is
taught at that school. Therefore, it cannot be seen as
an accurate tool to measure growth. Another major
flaw in using the Sat-9 is that it was normed on a
population vastly different from that at Alamitos.
The national norming group had a 2% second language learner population, and Alamitos has roughly
a 90% second language learner population. There
is an inherent problem when students are asked to
take a major assessment that was not created to test
children like themselves. Unless literacy and comprehension are established at a level pertinent to the
level of the test being administered, then the results
of said test become meaningless.

Linguistic Bias of Testing
English Language Learners
In addition to the conflict above, the vocabulary
and format of test questions favors native English
speakers over English language learners. ESL
students simply do not have the same vocabulary
as other students, and they are not always familiar
with the syntax of standard English sentences.
Also, the time limits used on various portions of the
test do not allow enough time for ESL students to
read a question in English, translate it into another
language if necessary, and select the correct
answer.

Social, Cultural, and Class Bias
Being that the SAT-9 was normed on a population
with a very low percentage of ESL students, most of
the content material likely focused on traditionally
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Euro-centric concepts and styles. Also, the level of
low socioeconomic students was likely much lower
in the norming group than in the population at
Alamitos. The general life experiences of each group
of children, both in school and out, are sure to be on
nearly opposite ends of the spectrum. Combining
both factors can lead one reasonably to believe that
the majority of students taking the SAT-9 at Alamitos will encounter a large amount of material that is
confusing and out of context with their curriculum
and skill levels.

necessary to communicate and instruct in successful
ways. Unfortunately, many schools do not meet such
requirements.
More than 40 percent of all teachers in the nation
report that they taught students who are limited in
their English proficiency, yet only 12 percent of these
teachers had 8 or more hours of training in how to
teach these students. Even in bilingual classrooms,
only 12 percent of teachers serving English language
learners are certified in bilingual education. (Nieto,
2004, p. 219)

Improving Current Practices
A major first step in creating more equitable and
sound literacy and general educational experiences
for immigrant and ESL students is to identify
inadequate teaching practices that are currently
being used in schools. This includes course materials,
teaching methods, staff resources, administrative
practices, and any other strategy or policy that
affects student learning. Until the problems are
recognized and addressed, little positive change can
take place.

Overpopulation Issues
According to the Pew Hispanic Center (2005), a nonpartisan organization that provides information on
issues, attitudes, and trends that shape the American experience, one in four Hispanic students attend
one of the 300 largest public high schools. Even
when acknowledging that the Hispanic population is
concentrated in states that have the largest public
schools on average, this can be a great impediment
to immigrant and ESL students who are already
at a disadvantage. Also, only 18% of the nation's
teens are foreign-born, but they account for 25% of
teen school dropouts. Regardless of their country of
origin, when students interrupt their schooling prior
to migration, they are much less likely to continue.
This is especially true for males who have already
experienced educational difficulties. This information
is especially important to teachers in realizing that
immigrant and ESL students face many struggles
and barriers to attaining literacy and general educational knowledge.

Teacher Preparation
With each new wave of immigrant and ESL students
that enter U.S. schools, it becomes more and more
important to make sure that the staff members
who will work with those students have the skills
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Nieto (2004) insists that current policies such as
English only classes, limited ESL classes, and full
language immersion classes limit possibilities and
timely growth of literacy abilities for ESL students.
Even those teachers who instruct ESL students
and feel that they are working well and doing good
things for their students are not free from challenges
of many sorts. Nieto (2002) claims that teachers of
bilingual students carry the label of "bilingual" in the
same manner as their students. They are thought of
as being less intelligent and less capable than other
teachers. Even though bilingual teachers are often
of the same cultural and linguistic background as
many of their students, schools are not finding ways
to put such a wealth of skills and experiences to
use. As a result, students are not receiving the full
benefit from the presence of such teachers in their
classrooms.

A Call for Making
Positive Changes
Identifying educational barriers and challenges is
only half of the battle. Administrators, teachers, and
communities need to communicate with one another
and collaborate to find ways to reduce or eliminate
the inequality and bias that immigrant and ESL
children face in school. This may not be the easiest
task, and there may not be one solution for all situations, but continuous progress toward a common goal
may achieve positive change.

Exploring New Theories
Bruch et al. (2004) explored the changing demographics of many public schools across the U.S. to
determine how best to morph current practices into
viable theories of education for multicultural classrooms. The results of their efforts yielded three main
approaches to this new form of education.
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Celebratory Approach
The celebratory approach seeks to identify positive
activities and accomplishments of many different
cultures and social groups. This approach tries to
allow students to see variety in cultural heritage as
a positive aspect of society and encourage students
to take interest and participate in different cultural
events.

Critical Approach
This approach takes a more in-depth look at the
associations among different cultures in relation to
power and privilege. It examines how society has
come to determine the elite, neutral, and marginalized fractions within the whole. The goal is not to
promote preference or prejudice towards any culture,
but simply to enlighten and educate students of the
dynamics existing around them.

Transformative Approach
The transformative approach was created in
response to the negativist dangers posed by the
critical approach. This approach implies that one
must be aware of the dominant powers existing in
society, but then one must pursue higher education
in the hopes of learning how to transform the current trends. If every person is assumed to be free
and individual while still connected to the whole of
society, it is predicted that each individual can learn
about overcoming domination and bring his or her
knowledge to the group for its own benefit.
These three approaches are both individual and
interconnected. When applied by themselves, they
may lack enough impact or insight into how to
overcome the challenges of multicultural education. When applied together, they can form a sound
foundation upon which educators can build their
curriculum and daily lessons. They can even serve
as a general basis for implementing policies at the
administrative level.

Culturally Responsive Educators
By building on general education theories such as
those mentioned above, educators could move toward
adopting new policies and teaching methods that can
improve the quality of literacy and general education
for immigrant and ESL students. In adopting policy
changes that can promote equitable and non-biased
education for all students, Armento (2001) focuses
first on the defined role of the teacher as a person
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"who thinks in certain ways about students, about
themselves as 'teacher,' and about the entire teaching-learning process ... [and] believes that it is the
responsibility of the school and educators to ensure
the maximum development of each and every student" (p. 20). With this sentiment, Armento (2001,
p. 20-23) has developed a series of 10 basic beliefs of
a culturally responsive learning environment that
promotes successful pursuit of higher literacy and
understanding of content knowledge:
1. Hold high academic standards and personal
expectations for each child
2.

Provide for each child equitable access to the
necessary learning resources and sufficient
opportunities to learn

3.

Ensure that learning outcomes are meaningful, relevant, useful, and important to each
child
4. Nurture learning-support communities for
each child (families, peers, homework hotlines, community centers)
5. Facilitate the maximum growth of each
learner by making informed academic
adaptations that match and build upon the
learner's prior knowledge, experiences, skills,
and beliefs
6. Build positive and supportive school and
classroom learning environments that are
grounded in mutual and genuine respect for
cultural diversity
7. Promote classroom climates built on social
justice, democracy, and equity
8.

Promote individual empowerment, selfefficacy, positive self-regard, and a belief in
societal reform
9. Value diversity as well as human commonalities
10. Believe that it is their i:ole and responsibility
to provide effective and empowering instruction for each child

In addition to Armento's (2001) list of basic beliefs
of culturally responsive educators, Nieto (2004)
has created a similar group of policies that more
strongly relate to the immigrant and ESL student
experience. She suggests that teachers should adopt
a bilingual perspective, consciously foster native
language literacy, and learn the difference between
native language and nationality in order to better
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serve their students. Nieto (2004, p. 220) recommends taking eight steps toward accomplishing
these goals:

bring a unique set of skills and experiences that can
serve as building blocks for future education.

1. Familiarity with first and second language
acquisition
2. Awareness of the sociocultural and sociopolitical context of education for language
minority students
3. Awareness of the history of immigration in
the United States, with particular attention
to language policies and practices throughout
history
4.

Knowledge of the history and experiences
of specific groups of people, especially those
who are residents of the city, town, and state
where they are teaching

5. Ability to adapt curriculum for students
whose first language is other than English
6.

Competence in pedagogical approaches
suitable for culturally and linguistically
heterogeneous classroom

7.

Experience with teachers of diverse backgrounds and the ability to develop collaborative relationships with colleagues that
promote the learning of language minority
students
8. Ability to communicate effectively with
parents of diverse language, cultural, and
social class backgrounds

Teachers should be inquiring into which skills immigrant and ESL students may or may not have. This
can be done through conversations with the student,
peer interactions, surveys, and conferences with parents. Teachers should also make themselves aware of
the resources within their own schools that can help
them facilitate such activities. Some districts provide
counselors, translators, child advocates, and other
specialists to ease immigrant and ESL students
into American schools. Rubenstein-Avila (2006) also
recommends implementing four key practices into
daily instruction to assist multicultural literacy and
comprehension activities: content area cognates,
graphic organizers, multiple modalities, and language face-to-face.

Content Area Cognates

Creating Effective
Educational Strategies
After schools develop policies that lend themselves
toward embedding multicultural education within
literacy instruction, teachers need to develop the
proper curriculum and lessons that will put their
new ideas to use. Rubenstien-Avila (2006) suggests
that teachers start by building on students' existing
"funds of knowledge." These include all of the current
linguistic abilities and literacy skills that immigrant
and ESL students may have already acquired in
their native languages. It also may include the practical and life skills and experiences that the students
have experienced over time. All too often educators
believe that ESL students come to the classroom
with no practical or useful skills. This leads them to
form the opinion that these students are lacking or
deficient in many ways. What they may not understand is that immigrant and ESL students each
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These funds of knowledge can be extensive. They
may include knowledge about building construction,
which entails measuring (conversions), masonry,
welding, and carpentry; knowledge about gardening,
soils, and medicinal herbs; or knowledge about owning and managing small businesses, such as day-care
centers, restaurants, and house-painting services.
(Rubenstein-Avila, 2006, p. 40)

Content area cognates are pairs of words in two
or more languages that are very similar in both
structure and meaning, such as "bank" in English
and ''banco" in Spanish. This duality can help ESL
students increase their English vocabulary and
language proficiency while also allowing English
speakers to learn some of the native language of
the ESL student. The only caution the teacher must
have is to make sure the cognates are true in both
form and meaning. Some words that are similarly
pronounced across languages are not the same in
meaning. Students can use language appropriate
dictionaries to assist in finding true cognates.

Graphic Organizers
Sometimes teachers don't think about orienting
immigrant and ESL students to the structure of most
American textbooks and other learning materials.
These subtle yet very important skills can have a
big impact on understanding content area material.
Skills such as sequencing, comparing and contrasting, and finding cause and effect can be made easier
by using graphic organizers. Flowcharts and time-
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lines can help students order processes and events,
and reviewing the format of maps, charts, and other
pictographs can help students better analyze what
they are studying. These highly visual strategies can
assist ESL students in making sense of challenging
information found in written materials.

1.

Multiple Modalities
Immigrant and ESL students can often feel isolated
from certain content matter that is not part of their
common background. For example, many immigrant
and ESL students may not have knowledge of the
U.S. Civil War, the Wounded Knee Massacre, abolitionist movements, etc. A good way to bring them up
to speed in unfamiliar topics is to teach in multiple
modalities. Teachers can use books on tape, CDs,
documentary films, songs, magazines, newspapers,
novels, artwork, and actual objects to introduce new
information.

Language Face-to-Face
While many teachers use teacher-centered lectures
to instruct, this is not always the best method to use
with immigrant and ESL students. Teachers should
allow their students to interact face-to-face to help
them develop oral and written language proficiency.
When students work in small groups to complete a
common goal, the basic interactions can help immigrant and ESL students pick up academic language
literacy skills as well as social language skills in a
more relaxed and comfortable atmosphere.
These four methods are basic ways that teachers can
begin to incorporate multicultural instruction into
their daily activities. They are not overwhelmingly
complex or taxing on a teacher's normal workload,
and they serve to benefit both immigrant and
ESL students as well as native English speaking
students. "Rather than discouraging students from
using their existing linguistic repertoires, teachers
should encourage ... students to rely on their funds
of knowledge and build on their bicultural and bilingual experiences as a bridge to developing academic
English proficiency" (Rubenstein-Avila, 2006, p. 43).

Learning from Student Preferences
Another great resource that teachers have to find
successful instructional methods is the classroom
itself-or more accurately-the immigrant and ESL
students within the classroom. The individuals who
have faced the struggles, endured the long lonely
days without social interaction, and worked dili-
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gently to overcome barriers are able to speak from
experience when recommending one literacy practice
over another. In a pertinent article by Thompson
(2000), immigrant and ESL students reveal methods
they have found to be very encouraging and successful:
Literature: Use literature-based activities to
allow greater access to hearing and speaking
the English language as often as possible.

2.

Oral practice: Play games and engage students in activities that allow them to vocalize
the sounds of the English language with
native speakers.
3. Individual help: Provide individual assistance when specific skills need to be reviewed
or when moral support seems to be in order.

4.

Peer interaction: Don't forget that students
need to feel included and supported by their
peers. They need to interact to learn both
academic and social language interactions.

5. Games: Making language acquisition fun and
enjoyable encourages greater levels of participation and satisfaction with the activity.
Each of the methods listed above come highly recommended by the actual students who have learned by
using them. Teachers can do very well to listen to
their students at all times and try to pick up on the
visual clues and even body language that indicate a
child is experiencing success or failure with a given
instructional activity. It is also important to remember that a student's family can also give insight into
the type of learning activities that their child usually
finds engaging and enjoyable.

Reaching Conclusions Regarding
Multicultural Education
At this point in time, the United States is experiencing a massive influx of immigrants from countries
all over the world. Currently, the Hispanic and
African American populations are the largest minority groups, though others are growing as well. As
a result, the United States is becoming a nation
of ever-increasing diversity. With the impending
verdict of a new law to legalize many immigrants
already in this country, Americans may see many
former "illegal" immigrants step forward to become
more active citizens. People of various cultures will
find themselves working side by side in American
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industries, attending American schools, and living
out their lives in American cities. As members of
the receiving culture, United States citizens hold
various views and opinions on this immigrant movement. Regardless of one's views, it is imperative
that the American education system does its best to
provide a sound and meaningful literacy and general
educational experiences to all immigrant and ESL
children.
Providing a free and equal education to all children
is a proud part of American history; however, there
is also a small portion of that heritage that hasn't
always fulfilled this duty to the fullest. As educators
examine current policies and practices, it is vital
that the mistakes and inequalities of the past be
reworked and refined to avoid future failure. Currently, most teachers are uncertified and ill prepared
to work with ESL students, yet they find many such
children in their classes anyway. Also, many instructional practices and testing procedures are unfair
and biased towards English language learners. With
the already very heavy burden of moving into a new
country and trying to establish themselves, immigrant families are facing overwhelming challenges
as they attempt to secure an education for their
children in American schools.
There are many top educators and educational
researchers who have compiled data in support of
multicultural education. From general educational
theories to specific classroom practices, teachers
have a wealth of information and support to turn to
when they encounter immigrant and ESL students in
their classrooms. With the growing rate of incoming
immigrants, the odds are very high that nearly all
schools will soon find themselves serving culturally
diverse student populations.
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